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Personnel Evaluation 
as an Impetus to Growth 
E RN E S T  R .  D E P RO S PO  
THE PRACTICE OF analyzing the performance of 
individuals in organizations is one that has existed since man first 
began forming organizations. Clearly, some concept of "survival of the 
fittest" urged primitive man to consider past performance of his 
contemporaries in order to select the best leaders for his communities. 
However, it is equally obvious that man's progress in refining the 
techniques of performance evaluation has not kept pace with many 
other tools he uses for the management of his organizations, e.g., oper- 
ations research, PERT. Unfortunately, much of the literature on per- 
formance appraisal is bogged down in "how to" schemes, and has 
little to say on what is being measured, what factors in the evaluation 
must be controlled, and why past performance implies future success. 
It soon becomes apparent that the concept of performance evaluation 
is one of those ideas unclear enough to be clearly wrong. 
It is unfortunate that a profession which professes concern in the 
worth of the individual should generally adhere to a practice which 
is essentially dehumanizing. I am referring to that process which 
routinely assumes that the checking off of certain "traits," always by 
definition based on past performance, relates to how that individual 
is likely to perform in the future. More importantly, it is assumed that 
such a process is an adequate basis for determining the organization's 
reward system. Such assumptions are unwarranted, although there are 
numerous explanations for the persistence in maintaining the traits 
method approach. 
Part of the difficulty rests with the limited progress that has occurred 
in developing better approaches and with the human inclination to do 
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that which is most comfortable. But also, part of the problem rests 
with the almost rote agreement to the general statement that scarce 
resources need to be properly used. For one thing, the human element 
is often subconsciously forgotten as part and parcel of the scarce 
resource complex. For another, the overwhelming agreement tends to 
exclude serious analysis of how one ought to proceed in the difficult 
job of properly using people. In the final analysis we find management 
retreating behind the bureaucratic structure to justify its methods, 
the checking-off of traits, as the only pragmatic approach available. 
And after all it does the job, or does it? 
Librarians have tended, until very recently at least, to regard them- 
selves as unique in the field of personnel administration. The view 
typically held is one of being more personal and not bound to follow 
the guidance of personnel specialists, particularly in the case of 
libraries which are not part of a large system and have a small staff. 
It really was not until the 1960s that library personnel administration 
began to develop a definable body of literature which it could call its 
0wn.l 
Some have argued that since the library staff is critical to the success 
or failure in satisfying the client, its competence in dealing ably and 
fairly with the client is the determining factor. Such a competence, or 
lack of it, will be revealed repeatedly, and rapidly, in the day-to-day 
routines2 Whether or not these statements reflect reality in no way 
seems to influence the verbiage. Thus, we find the following statement 
typical of the literature: "No library can render effective service with- 
out adequate and competent personnel. The library's unique function 
of serving as the one unbiased, nonpartisan bureau of information for 
the people calls for personnel of the highest competence and integrity. 
The selection of qualified staff members as well as the organization 
and conditions under which they work, are basic considerations in an 
institution dedicated to public service." 
The literature abounds with suggestions on how to acquire and 
develop these adequate and competent people. We are told that the 
chief librarian will deal directly with persons on the staff in small 
libraries, i.e., twenty-five or less people. On the other hand the chief 
librarian should delegate this responsibility to the assistant chief li- 
brarian if the staff has twenty-five or more.4 The American Library 
Association recommends that if the staff exceeds 150, a full-time 
personnel director should be hired, and it uses this ratio as a standard 
in public library ~ervice .~  
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Typical of the suggestions offered in the literature are: 
1) All libraries should have a policy handbook and staff manual. 
Policy pertaining to personnel should be ~pecific.~ 
2) 	A position classification is essential to equitable personnel ad- 
ministration. Pay scale should be based on this plan. Also, tasks 
should be assigned to positions, not individuals. Salaries, qualifi- 
cations and standards should be according to the position, not 
the p e r ~ o n . ~  
3) 	It is the responsibility of the board of trustees to have the head 
librarian prepare a personnel policy giving job specifications, 
salary scales, the workday, coffee breaks, overtime, illness, vaca- 
tions, e t ~ . ~  
4 )  	Two-way communications are important, i.e., remember anni- 
versaries, have office chats, baby showers, etc? 
The suggestions along the above lines provide the norm for much, 
if not most, of the content one is apt to find in the library literature. 
There have been, of course, some important exceptions. In the light 
of existing practice, they remain almost weak cries in the wilderness.1° 
Standard methods of personnel evaluation-clearly in the practice if 
not the verbiage-underscore the accepted notion that for the most 
part library positions are ''task'' oriented. Such a notion justifies the 
reliance on the traits method approach, assuming that an evaluation 
of the task affects the efficiency (not to mention effectiveness) of the 
operation. Of course, if libraries typically functioned as efficient insti- 
tutions, one might be more inclined to accept the current mode of 
evaluating personnel! In any event, we find repeated efforts to improve 
the traits method of evaluation. In a paper prepared for a conference 
on in-training of library and information staff, K. Boodson writes about 
job evaluation: 
[it] may be defined as a method of systematically analysing the con- 
tent of a job, assessing the requirements of the tasks which comprise 
it, and using defined factors to grade the job against an established 
scale. It is based on the idea that a job can be broken down into a 
number of unit tasks, which can be treated as common units where 
jobs cannot. The assessment should be capable of establishing re- 
quirements analytically and precisely. At this stage it is concerned 
with a job and not a person; the ability of an individual to meet the 
requirements can then be considered separately.ll 
An excellent example of the traits method, and one which clearly 
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encompasses the above definition, is the "Personnel Services Rating 
Report," revised in 1970, offered by the American Library Association, 
Library Administration Division. There are two key points to be made: 
1 )  the rating report represents a model for use by many types of 
library work and presents a good example of the procedure typically 
employed, and 2) it reinforces an approach which has contributed to 
the dehumanizing process referred to earlier." 
An analysis of the form reveals the following: 
1 )  The emphasis is on traits, e.g., accuracy, memory, judgment, 
manners, poise, disposition. 
2)  	The emphasis is on qualitative judgments expressed in quanti-
tative terms, i.e., four-point scale which is clearly biased on the 
"positive" side. For example, under "Punctuality" the options to 
check are: a )  always ready for duty promptly, b )  always on 
time (Is this really different than a?),  c )  usually on time, and 
d )  frequently late. Of course the form provides the usual out 
with "no opportunity to observe" and "additional comments." 
3 )  The complete burden is placed on the supervisor. The subordi- 
nate's observed past performance is his only substantive con-
tribution to the appraisal, although supposedly the subordinate 
does have an opportunity to see the evaluation and react to it. 
It is important that the Personnel Administration Section Personnel 
Publication Committee on October 31, 1966 recommended that the 
ALA no longer publish and sell a rating form. The chairman was 
instructed to suggest that inquiries requesting rating forms be an-
swered by sending a reproduction of the pertinent chapters and forms 
from the newly revised personnel manuals. Note that the "Personnel 
Services Rating Report" referred to above is dated 1970. 
Again, if one looks at the forms used by some of our largest library 
systems, we can quickly see the influence of the ALA recommended 
form. Generally, for example, the same basic traits are used, but the 
check-off system is modified to include three choices: a )  superior, 
b) satisfactory, and c) unsatisfactory. A further modification is the 
considerable emphasis given to "additional" comments to be supplied 
by both the immediate supervisor and the appropriate second super- 
visor, e.g., branch librarian, community library manager, division chief. 
* I do not want to suggest purposeful intent for I am sure that is not the 
c a s e c a r e  is taken in the instructions on the most advantageous use of the form. 
Nevertheless, as a model which accepts the traits method it reflects and reinforces 
the current behavior in the field. 
JULY, lwl 
ERNEST  R. DE PROSPO  
In spite of these improvements the same inherent weaknesses persist 
and the same basic assumptions are made. 
A review of the literature on the subject of performance evaluation 
reveals that the most definitive statements have thus far come from 
those with an orientation toward psychological explanations. The 
impetus provided by those concerned with the human consequence 
has offered us some exciting new dimensions of performance appraisal. 
Stanley Sloan and Alton Johnson, writing in the Harvard Business 
Reuiew, suggested that four major trends in the evolution of perform- 
ance evaluation are reflected in the literature: 
1) The traditional view has been enlarged to include how the indi- 
vidual functions as an integral part of the organization's system. 
2) Organizations are becoming more concerned with using the 
performance appraisal for planning and less as a method for 
controlling performance. 
3)  The changing composition of the labor force has produced a 
decrease in the formal evaluation of nonsupervisory personnel 
with a coincident increase in the formal evaluations of supervis- 
ory personnel. 
4 )  Theoretical research and developments in the social and be- 
havioral sciences have accelerated the growth of sophistication 
in performance appraisal.12 
These trends as reflected in the literature, if not in the way people 
are in fact evaluated, suggest a significant shift in purpose. Research 
findings indicate that indiscriminate use and undue confidence and 
reliance on quantitative measures of performance result from insuf- 
ficient knowledge of their potential and limitations.13 Judicious use 
of a tool requires awareness of possible side effects and reactions. 
McGregor argues that the traditional techniques of performance evalu- 
ation tend to place the superior in the position of "playing G o d  in 
judging his subordinates. Most men find such a role intolerable and 
they usually reject it. This fact of life, McGregor insists, explains the 
failure of most management appraisal schemes.14 
According to McGregor's Theory Y, management's task is to create 
an organizational environment in which the employee can achieve his 
personal goals in consonance with those of the organization.16 Mc- 
Gregor indicates that a professional's work should be managed by 
establishing desirable results as objectives and by obtaining the in- 
dividual's commitment to them. Of course, McGregor assumes the 
existence of measurable objectives. This type of management en-
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courages the professional to bring his talent, training, and creativity 
to bear on his job. The logical conclusion of this argument is that the 
professional ought to be evaluated by the degree to which he achieves 
the given objectives. In essence this type of evaluation procedure is 
nearly equivalent to self-evaluation, inasmuch as it is based on a system 
of self-direction and self-control. McGregor believes that such an 
appraisal provides the only fruitful opportunity for the superior to 
realize the full potential represented by professional resources. 
In a study concerning the professional development of librarians, 
Elizabeth Stone found that the consensus of librarians responding to 
her questionnaire felt that administrators are trying to run the library 
with outdated methods and outdated attitudes.'"he notes, correctly 
I believe, that if the library administrator fails to meet the aspirations 
of his employees, he must or ought to admit to the reality of having 
someone else take his place in the key administrative positions of the 
library. Stone then forcibly observes: 
Clearly the library administrator and the library manager have 
been unwilling to accept the philosophy that what is good for the 
employee is good for the library-that is, the prime objective of 
rendering maximum service to society with full respect for the 
dignity of man. For this reason few library managements keep up 
with the changes suggested by research in the behavioral sciences. 
Fewer administrators chart an imaginative course in the manage- 
ment of employee assets or try to ascertain the needs of their em- 
ployees in order to create an environment which will realize the 
potential they have recruited for the profession.17 
In essence, Stone describes a management attitude that is remark- 
ably close to McGregor's Theoly X, i.e., conventional organizational 
structures and management policies designed to direct and control 
employee behavior to suit the needs of the organization. The Theory 
X approach to management assumes that employees naturally resist 
the influence and demands of the organization and that the supervisor 
must cajole, reward, and punish to make the employees work and 
cooperate. The traditional (and for the most part current) approaches 
to personnel evaluation reflect this notion of management by direction 
and control.18 
After all is said and done, a fundamental purpose of personnel 
evaluation is to improve performance. To accomplish that purpose we 
need to make some estimate of future capabilities. The evaluation then 
can only succeed, by definition, when it differentiates performance. 
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The evidence is clear, though, that the traits rating approach usually 
does not discriminate one individual's performance from that of an- 
other. For one thing employees and their supervisors often find it im- 
possible to tell each other the truth during performance appraisals: to 
avoid conflict, they tell little white lies. If the concern is with the 
improvement of performance, the process needs to be related to work 
goals and the act of assessing an employee's performance needs to be 
related to achieving these goals, i.e., a "goals method" approach. 
In the goals method approach the subordinate creates short-term 
performance goals for himself. The subordinate's goals are to be in the 
form of concrete actions he plans to accon~plish. I t  then becomes the 
supervisor's responsibility to assist the subordinate in integrating his 
plans with the needs of the organization.19 
Following the many implications of the goals method, a test of 
"better" and "less effective" supervisors was undertaken to see if differ- 
ent qualities in subordinates were looked for by the supe rv i~or s .~~  The 
results of the experiment indicated that the "better" supervisors dis- 
criminate more between the high rated and low rated subordinates. 
The "less effective" supervisors were more "lenient," especially with 
the low rated subordinates. I t  was found that the "better" supervisors 
placed more importance on initiative, persistence, positive and con- 
structive action, and on anticipating and planning ahead. By contrast, 
the "less effective" supervisors placed greater emphasis on following 
orders, tact, good team efforts, getting along with others, and loyalty 
to the company. The study concluded that mediocre supervisors were 
more likely to encourage and reward mediocre performance. Since a 
basic objective of personnel evaluation is to differentiate performance, 
the "better" supervisors seem to be doing the more effective job. 
Acting as a middle man or mediator, the supervisor then must use 
his position to personalize simultaneously the employee and the organ- 
ization. He can do this only if he seeks out and understands the 
employee as an individual and, more importantly, guides the employee 
to participate in his own evaluation. 
What are some of the positive suggestions which can be offered to 
improve the process of evaluating personnel? As a first step, library 
administrators must explicitly recognize the existence of a "personnel 
problem." The human personality is a complex and highly abstract 
concept. Psychologists commonly disagree on how it should be defined 
or approached. Personality traits themselves are difficult to define. 
Any attempt to judge the individual in terms of his personality is 
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likely to induce hostility and block further communication. The ab- 
sence of effective communication is not likely to increase the capacity 
of the organization to reach its objectives. 
Some personnel specialists believe that the basic objectives of 
performance appraisal should be: 1 )  the preparation of some plan for 
future action based on what has been learned from the past, and 2)  
answers to the questions "How am I doing?" and "Where do I go from 
here?" Kindall and Gatza suggest a five-step program to achieve such 
objectives: 
Step #1: the individual discusses his job description with his 
superior and they agree on the content of his job and the relative 
importance of his major duties-the things he is paid to do and is 
accountable for. 
Step #2: the individual establishes performance targets for each 
of his responsibilities for the forthcoming period. 
Step #3: he meets with his superior to discuss his target program. 
Step #4: checkpoints are established for the evaluation of his pro- 
gress; ways of measuring progress are selected. 
Step #5: the superior and subordinate meet at the end of the period 
to discuss the results of the subordinate's efforts to meet the targets 
he had previously e~tabl ished.~~ 
While the five-step approach suggested above is a time-consuming 
one, that argument alone can only mean that the superior is really 
saying that he has no time to manage. But, more/equalIy as important, 
there are at least six distinct advantages gained from the process: 
1 )  The subordinate knows in advance the basis on which he is 
going to be judged. 
2) The superior and subordinate both agree on what the subordi- 
nate's job really is. 
3) The program takes place within the superior-subordinate rela- 
tionship and should strengthen this relationship. 
4 )  The program has a self-correcting characteristic which tends 
to help people set targets that are both challenging and reach- 
able. 
5)  The program provides a method of spotting training needs. 
6) 	The appraisal approach treats as a total process a person's ability 
to see an organizational problem, devise ways of attacking it, 
translate his ideas into action, incorporate new information as it 
arises, and carry his plans through to results.22 
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As a caution, the authors strongly urge the recognition of two caveats 
if an organization plans to implement the five-step program: 1) do 
not rush it-announce it early and give everyone plenty of time to 
think through his ideas about the relative importance of various parts 
of his job, and 2 )  do not force it-it would be logically inconsistent 
to force a person to adopt against his wishes a program built around 
the notion that a manager should have a strong voice in planning the 
co~lductof his job. 
I11 an equally thought-provoking article Paul Strauss suggests some 
similar pragmatic steps which should be undertaken to improve the 
process and thereby improve communication in the o r g an i z a t i ~n .~~  
Strauss believes that the performance appraisal interview can and 
should be an opportunity for the supervisor to induce a change in 
the behavior of his subordinates. Often, though, to the supervisor this 
change means manipulating the employee through the reward system, 
is . ,  salary. But, Strauss asks: "Could it be that the supervisor and 
employee are not communicating at this critical time because the 
employee is looking for more than just a raise based on past perfoim- 
ance or future promises? Isn't it possible that what the man really 
wants is support for his inner motivation to grow-professionally, 
intellectually, psychologically-and to be recognized as contributing 
to the system as a full-fledged member?q4 
Effective management is not accomplished by avoiding its basic 
responsibility. Clearly there are decisions which only the superior can 
and/or should make. Because of this truism, not in spite of it, effective 
management requires the full and effective use of people. The "what" 
-the decision to do or not do this or that-is quite often much less 
critical than the "how." I t  is precisely with the varied approaches 
available that the human input is so important. That evaluation process 
which does not incorporate the aspirations, uncertainties, and goals 
of the individual is unlikely to produce the quality of input so very 
essential in determining the ways in which decisions are made oper- 
ational. 
The approach I have taken in this article should clearly reveal some 
of my biases-hopefully balanced through an examination of the 
literature. It  seems to me that administrators have not faced up to a 
fundamental ambivalence-I am not at all sure the ambivalence is 
recognized in the first place-between the inherent conflict of what 
may be "effective" and what may be "efficient." The two do not 
necessarily coincide. The library as a service agency exists, in large 
LIBRARY TRENDS[681 
Personnel Evaluation 
measure, because society has deemed the services it has to offer socially 
valuable, not necessarily because such services produce dollar profits. 
More specifically, as a socially valuable service institution, carried 
on within the context of a profession, there ought to exist a basic con- 
cern for the growth and development of the wliole person, not just 
that part which pertains to the task. 
The fact is that the library director has had historically almost 
unlimited opportunities, in the absence of profit motif and in the light 
of social value ascribed to the library, to tell us what is "effective." His 
failure to take advantage of this opportunity has led increasingly to 
the outside agency-be it a budget office or a labor union-dictating 
the terms of performance. The prospects are that these outside groups 
will take an increasing interest in the total operation of the library- 
clearly implied in the concept and execution of community control, 
be it the neighborhood center or student body. In any event, the 
already difficult life of the administrator is likely to be further compli- 
cated. 
The changing life style so obvious today, as with the clear distrust 
of authority and power, especially the arbitrary uses of either, calls for 
some dramatic changes in the way individuals are treated and used 
in the organization. I t  would be to the interest of the profession to 
incorporate rapidly a goals method approach in evaluating personnel. 
At the very least such an approach would provide great impetus to 
staff development and growth. 
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